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A standoff between the Venezuelan government and management at the state-owned oil monopoly
Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) over the company's new leadership is in its fourth week.
Protesters, mostly management and administrative personnel, are demanding that the board of
directors appointed by President Hugo Chavez in February resign.
Disgruntled executives, with the support of Fedepetrol, the largest oil union, claim the appointments
were politically based, while Chavez says the protests are political, part of efforts by opponents to
destabilize the government. Chavez says he will not reconsider his appointments. "I have always
said that PDVSA cannot be a state within a state," Chavez said. "Those who don't agree can leave."
The crisis began in mid-February when Chavez replaced Gen. Guaicaipuro Lameda as head of
the oil company because the two disagreed on company policies. Chavez named Gaston Parra to
take his place, and named five new board members, out of a total of seven. Since Venezuela's oil
industry was nationalized in 1975, the president of the republic has been in charge of appointing and
removing PDVSA executives. The major complaint by company executives seems to be that the new
board members are low-level managers and not qualified.
"For us, the meritocracy is an inviolable principal that has been violated," said Juan Fernandez,
PDVSA head of corporate finances. "Lieutenants were promoted to give orders alongside the
generals," said Gustavo Gabaldon, a former PDVSA director. "Legally, the president is right, but
in practice he has created a serious problem, which is going to cause difficulties in the efficient
running of the industry." The new board members and Parra support the government's policy of
strict adherence to production quotas set by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) to keep oil prices up.
Chavez was a key figure in working out a series of OPEC cuts that sent oil prices soaring in 2000.
But critics say that Venezuela has lost production capacity and market share because of its new
OPEC policy. The protests by PDVSA employees and the publication of newspaper ads supporting
the "uprising" have brought sharp responses from pro-Chavez groups both within and outside of
the company. "The PDVSA board of directors is free to resign," said Parra. But meanwhile, "We
continue running the industry, whose activity is moving along at full operating capacity." Parra
remains confident that the dispute can be resolved. "We have opened a frank and open dialogue
with top executives," he said. Despite Parra's optimism, executives continued their protests and
made vague threats of a strike.
On March 17, Chavez threatened to "militarize" the company if managers called a strike. "I have
the constitutional authority to name the board of directors and absolutely no one can question
that," said Chavez. "If they stop work, I will militarize the company." Chavez said the managers
were not working for the good of the company, but to preserve their personal benefits. The military
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might occupy installations, but they do not know how to run them, responded Mary Lizardo, a
vice president at PDVSA's petrochemical division. "It would be very irresponsible to think that the
National Guard or any other military body could run our plants," she said.
On March 21, managers and administrators staged a one-day work stoppage, although production
was not affected. But the action exacerbated tensions at the company, which employs 40,000 people
and is Venezuela's key income source. Still, a full-blown strike appears remote. Some managers
have said they would accept a compromise in which additional directors are appointed whom they
feel would better represent company interests. Dispute is part of larger political conflict The dispute
is part of the larger conflict involving organized labor, whose leadership openly opposes Chavez.
On Feb. 20, the head of the Central de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV), Carlos Ortega, said the
union would organize more labor protests unless Chavez made concessions. "We have a totally
explosive situation...either the president changes or we change him," said Ortega, whose leadership
of the CTV is not recognized by the president. The CTV is closely tied to the Accion Democratica
(AD) opposition party. Ortega said the labor organization, which groups around one million workers
in the private and state sectors including the oil industry would call a one-day nationwide work
stoppage in March. "If there is not a positive response to the problems of workers and their families,
and to the problems faced by the country itself, then this is going to inevitably lead us to a general
strike," Ortega said.
Chavez compares his situation to Allende Chavez has compared the actions of the opposition to
those of Chilean opponents to President Salvador Allende (1970-1973). "Those sectors are trying to
apply to Chavez what they applied to Allende, they are trying to destabilize the country through
the media," said Chavez in an interview on Mexican radio. "It is a strategy to trample the truth
in Venezuela and send throughout the world a series of lies and defamations" propagated by the
owners of some communications media with "immoral interests."
Some political analysts are concerned that Chavez may be right. "Chavez faces enemies that Allende
would recognize," said Australian journalist and filmmaker John Pilger. The "oligarchies" have
declared war on the president, backed by the Catholic Church and a trade union hierarchy and the
media, both controlled by the right. Pilger said that, in its rumor-mongering, the hostile Caracas
press plays a role reminiscent of Chile's right-wing press, with poisonous stories questioning
Chavez's sanity.
New York State University professor James Petras, who was in Chile in the early 1970s, also sees
similarities. Petras says that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and financial institutions "are
fabricating a familiar crisis. The tactics used are very similar to those used in Chile. Civilians are
used to create a feeling of chaos, and a false picture of Chavez as a dictator is established, then the
military is incited to make a coup for the sake of the country." Petras believes that "Chavez is an
extremely moderate politician who is being hammered for not allowing drug-surveillance flights
over Venezuela, being opposed to Plan Colombia, and working with OPEC."

Some Venezuelan voices call for calm
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While the positions of the government and the opposition are becoming more polarized, some
voices are calling for dialogue, including the influential nongovernmental human rights group
Programa Venezolano de Educacion Accion en Derechos Humanos (PROVEA). PROVEA urged
people on all sides of the conflict to "sheathe their swords and cultivate social inclusion" within the
framework of the 1999 Constitution.
The group also said it wanted to dismantle three "myths." The first is that "the country is radically
divided between Chavistas and anti-Chavistas." PROVEA said the radicalized sectors represent no
more than 30% of the population. The second involves the supposed "authoritarianism of the other
side." PROVEA said the government demonizes legitimate criticism raised by its opponents, and
the opposition wrongly paints Chavez as a "tyrant," his followers as "rabble," and the opposition as
"civil society." The third myth is that "a solution to the country's problems requires the removal of
Chavez." In PROVEA's view, "the government cannot ignore the wishes of those who are calling for
change, but the abrupt removal of the president, not based on popular will, would only deepen the
problems."

-- End --
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